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Abstract
Ephedrine use in sport is a common practice among men (Magkos & Kavouras, 2004). 
Less well-understood is men’s use of ephedrine as a slimming aid. Arguably fuelled by the 
‘war  on  obesity’  and the  drive  for  muscularity  (Grogan,  2008;  2010)  the  internet  has 
become awash with  claims  presenting  ephedrine  as  safe.  The use of  this  psychoactive 
substance  can  have  acute  health  implications  such  as  tachycardia,  arrhythmias  and 
cardiovascular disease (European Centre for Drugs and Drug Additions, 2013). Given the 
tension between health risk and ephedrine-induced weight loss, how men justify their use 
of ephedrine becomes an important question.  In particular, we wished to analyse how male 
users  talked  to  others  about  ephedrine  in  discussions  linked  to  an  online  version of  a 
popular men’s magazine. Because we were particularly interested in how men accounted 
for their ephedrine use, we used discourse analysis to examine their posts (Potter, 1996). In 
analysing  the  data,  we  noted  that  a  “community  of  practice”  (e.g.  Ba,  2001)  was 
constructed online categorising legitimate (and barred) users, emphasising the benefits of 
ephedrine,  and  downplaying  health-defeating  side  effects.   Our  analysis  has  clear 
implications for engaging men who use ephedrine in health promotion interventions.
Introduction
Ephedrine has been used as an asthma treatment since the 1930s, and is most commonly 
used in  decongestants  and cold medicines  as ephedrine hydrochloride  (National  Health 
Service (NHS), 2014). In the cardiovascular system, ephedrine increases heart rate and can 
lead  to  a  sustained  rise  in  blood  pressure.  In  the  lungs,  ephedrine  acts  via  the  beta 
2adrenergic  receptors  to  relax bronchial  smooth  muscle,  and is  used medically  in  small 
doses as a decongestant and for the temporary relief of shortness of breath due to bronchial 
asthma (NHS, 2014).  Ephedrine is a central nervous system stimulant, so also improves 
mood and alertness. At high doses it can cause anxiety, restlessness, and insomnia, similar 
effects to amphetamines, and high and sustained use can lead to myocardial infarction and 
stroke (Calfee & Fadale, 2006; Medicinenet.com, 2014). 
Since the 1990s,  ephedrine has been promoted as a  way to lose weight,  and is 
marketed  heavily  on  bodybuilding  websites  in  spite  of  conflicting  evidence  on 
effectiveness  and  the  unknown  health  risks  of  long-term,  heavy  use.  Although  most 
research on men’s body image has focused on desire for larger and more defined muscles, 
which has been linked to drugs with muscle-building properties such as anabolic steroids 
(Fawkner, 2012; Hale & Smith, 2012; McCreary, 2012), there is good evidence that most 
men and adolescent  boys  currently desire to look lean as well  as muscular  (Grogan & 
Richards, 2002; Ricciardelli, 2012). Ephedrine tends to reduce appetite, promotes burning 
calories, and tends to target fat while saving lean muscle, making it very popular among 
bodybuilders who use it in ‘cutting’ phases ahead of competition when wishing to reduce 
fat  while  retaining  muscle  (Kanayama,  2001;  Steroidal.com,  2014).  Compounds  of 
ephedrine  available  over  the  internet  tend to  include  caffeine  and may include  aspirin 
(known as an ephedrine-caffeine-aspirin,  or ECA stack),  and  ephedrineweb.com (2014) 
cites studies where men have lost 145 lb in 13 months using ECA stacks. 
Incidence of ephedrine use for weight loss is difficult to determine as many men 
buy ephedrine from nutrition, weight control, or body building websites. However, use of 
dietary supplements by adult men and male adolescents for appearance reasons is common 
(Calfee  & Fadale,  2006;  Ricciardelli,  2012).  Kanayama  et  al.  (2001),  in  a  large  scale 
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the last three years, and Ricciardelli (2012)  estimates lifetime prevalence of ephedrine use 
in men at 4.5%. 
Clearly men’s current reasons for ephedrine use are likely to be complicated, given 
cultural pressure to be large as well as lean (Fawkner, 2012; McCreary, 2012), as well as 
known health  risks  and  side  effects  (European  Centre  for  Drugs  and  Drug Additions, 
2013). Looking directly at how men talk to each other about ephedrine use may help us to 
understand the ways in which use is justified and maintained. In this study we focus on 
discussions of ephedrine on one popular website aimed at men - the online version of the 
popular men’s magazine Men’s Health - to examine naturally occurring ‘talk’ around use. 
That  is,  talk  not  elicited  by  the  researchers.  Given  the  health-related  side  effects  of 
ephedrine use, we are interested in understanding how men made sense of their decision to 
take (or not to take) a drug with known negative side effects as a way to improve their 
appearance. In particular, we consider the extent to which “masculinity” may be invoked in 
the men’s accounts, since indices of masculinity (e.g. strength, independence, emotional 
control)  have been referenced by other men involved in other body projects,  including 
weight loss (e.g. Bennet & Gough, 2012). Other research on support groups and online 
discussion forums consider how a particular ‘community of practice’ (Wenger, 1998) is 
defined and policed, focusing on membership criteria, displays of trust and reciprocity, and 
sharing of experience and knowledge (see Ba, 2001; Greer, 2012; Hargitta, 2008; Hara & 
Hew, 2007; Wenger, 1998). In our analysis we focus on how the community of practice 
regarding ephedrine users is constructed – how members are included/excluded in different 
ways, and how ephedrine use is promoted in the process.
Method
4Data Collection
Having compiled a list of search terms commonly used to describe ephedrine (ephedrine, 
ephedra, fat burner, slimming pills etc.) we conducted a thorough Google search of related 
online  forums  between  September  2013  and  February  2014.  We  encountered  several 
forums that featured discussions about ephedrine. Not surprisingly,  many of these were 
specific to bodybuilding. Other non-bodybuilding forum discussions were found on health, 
media and commercial webpages. Since our focus was on ephedrine use as a “slimming 
aid” for male non-bodybuilders we discounted non-specific discussions and those which 
were often short lived or contained sporadic or inflammatory and often unrelated posts. In 
order to capture the widest possible demographic audience we selected the only thread 
from  the  most  popular  of  eighteen  male-targeted  online  magazines  (world-
newspapers.com, 2014),  Men’s Health. This was a sizable thread containing nearly 296 
posts (29 pages) spanning June 2007- February 2014, spanning 2007-2013. 
Men’s Health online is one of the top ten magazines globally with nearly 13 million 
readers annually providing men (and women) with features such as health, fitness, fashion, 
dating,  money,  sports  and  entertainment.  It  also  offers  men  advice  and  guidance  on 
relationships, fashion, health, the use of technology and ‘hot sex tips’ for heterosexuals. 
Indeed,  it  also  has  its  own dating  domain.  Like  other  lifestyle  magazines,  readers  can 
comment on particular features by posting directly in relation to a specific article; they may 
also contribute to an existing thread in the forum domain or even begin their own. Whilst 
posts  ‘go  live’  the  site  does  moderate  and  remove  comments  perceived  to  be  illegal, 
offensive  and inflammatory.   Whilst  this  ‘policing’  is  essential  it  can  often  mean that 
comments (and threads) can disappear quickly, leaving the communication truncated and 
interfering with the context of the remaining dialogue. Although our chosen thread had 
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related to each other.  
Ethical Issues
Before  working  with  these  data  we  sought  and  received  university  ethical  approval. 
Collecting  data  from the  Internet  presents  ethical  challenges  around what  is  deemed  a 
“public” or “private” space. One obvious issue is whether informed consent can be gained. 
Some scholars (Hookway, 2008; Rodham & Gavin, 2006; Walther & Boyd, 2002) argue 
that  open access  online  discussion  boards,  forums and blogs  are  firmly  located  in  the 
public domain. As such contributors are aware that their posts will be read by others unless 
they  place  them  on  a  “friends  only”  setting.  Thus,  accessible  electronic  talk  may  be 
“personal” but it is not “private” (Hookway, 2008:16) and so consent can be “waived”. But 
as the interviewees on the BBC”s Bang Goes the Theory (Series 8, Big Data, March, 24, 
2014:  http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03zjwqw)  showed,  whilst  aware  of  unchosen 
online audiences, they were surprised at who was actually looking, and how much of their 
data  could  be  accessed  even  though  they  thought  it  was  private.  In  line  with  BPS 
guidelines (BPS; 2013), we gained consent from the online host(s) and have anonymised 
our dataset as far as possible (e.g. replacing tags and pseudonyms with R1 [Respondent 1], 
R2 etc. and removing any in-text personal details or references. 
Data Analysis
Having downloaded all  available  comments,  we initially  read all  the contributions  and 
sifted out those that were unrelated or spam. We then examined the dataset using discourse 
analysis. Broadly speaking, discourse analysts aim to explore how “versions of world, of 
society, events and inner psychological worlds are produced in discourse” and so there is 
“a  concern  with  participants’”  constructions  and  how  they  are  accomplished  and 
undermined” (Potter, 1996, p. 146). In other words, versions of the world are worked up 
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depend on the topic of conversation (e.g. sourcing ephedrine), who one is conversing with 
(e.g.  men,  fellow drug users),  the  context  (advice  or  information  giving  and seeking), 
location (face-to-face, social media) and time (recent trend). In our analysis we followed 
three steps (Edwards & Potter, 1992):  locating the central themes that are named and/or 
implied in the talk; focusing on the discursive activities within each section; and examining 
how respondents  constructed  accounts,  produced descriptions,  managed  stake  (interest) 
and framed specific activities. We followed this approach when identifying the recurring 
discourse  patterns  e.g.  relating  to  masculinised  attributes  such  as  “technical  and 
performance  talk”  (Miller,  2008;  Paechter,  2003,  Nylund,  2007)  and  how  an  “online 
community  of  practice”  is  (re)constructed  and  maintained  (Ba,  2001;  Greer,  2012; 
Hargitta, 2008; Hara & Hew, 2007; Wenger, 1998). The first author conducted the initial 
analysis which was then modified in discussion with the other two authors, resulting in an 
agreed set of discourses which are presented below. The sequences and respondents are 
presented  in  the  order  they  appeared  on  the  discussion  board.  However,  we  selected 
specific sequences to show the recurring discourse patterns. 
Results
Although Men’s Health claims that nearly 20% of its readers are women, it was clear from 
our  data  that  the  vast  majority  of  contributors  to  this  thread  identified  as  male.  Male 
indexing occurred through the explicit use of traditional names for men, male references 
(“mate”,  “bud”,  “guys”,  “boys”),  positioning  in  relation  to  female  partners  (“wife”, 
“missus”,  “girlfriend”)  and  invoking  typical  masculine  markers  (“alcohol”,  “rugby”, 
“army”,  “muscle  mass”,  “testosterone”),  treatable  as  “male”  even without  this  identity 
being “named out aloud” (Antaki & Widdicombe, 1998, p. 4). Invoking male identity in 
these  ways,  as  opposed to  stating  a  contributor’s  pseudonym,  tag  or  avatar,  implies  a 
